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Written evidence

In November 2001 I was diagnosed with breast cancer at the age of 38.  I had been living for seven years, 100 meters from a mobile phone mast owned by Crown Castle and used by T-Mobile.  I discovered that I was not alone and was living in a cancer cluster in the beautiful tiny hamlet in Wishaw, Sutton Coldfield.  I have since been on a voyage of discovery in relation to the health and planning issues surrounding mobile phone technology.

In November 2003 vandals brought down the mast in Wishaw.  To this day we do not know who was responsible, although I do not condone the vandalism of the mast, I can understand the frustration that has been felt for it to reach this level.

The people in Wishaw are a professional tight knit community.  We have dealt with this situation in the most open, professional and honest way.  However we have not been given the same respect from the Industry in return.  At the first meeting called with Crown Castle and T-Mobile it was agreed that they would pay for an independent survey of the mast emissions.  Powerwatch conducted this, we did not understand the issues surrounding masts at that stage of the campaign and felt reassured that the levels set within the ICNIRP guidelines where safe.  However the following day after the survey was conducted, we were alarmed to find engineers attending the at 7.30am, when challenged they said that they had been sent to upgrade the mast, which meant that we would no longer have a problem with obtaining a signal with mobile phones in our area.  I immediately telephoned Crown Castle and T-Mobile to ask what they were playing at and why they had waited for the survey to be conducted before increasing the power output the following day.  They denied any knowledge of any engineer being ordered to attend the mast.  Unknown to T-Mobile and Crown Castle we had taken photographs of the engineers and their vehicle and reported it to the police as unknown suspicious people attending the mast without permission.  We are now in possession of a crime reference from the police, which refers to a local company who had been ordered by T-Mobile to upgrade the mast.  This was the first taste of what we were up against when dealing with an unscrupulous moneymaking Industry.  We then set up an action group called Wishaw Action Group and went deep into research.  This action group has since developed into SCRAM (Sutton Coldfield Residents Against Masts) which has now led to the launch of BRAM (Birmingham Residents Against Masts), we have gathered support from the local, national and International communities and work closely with Birmingham planning department, local councillors, MPs and leading members of industry within the community.  I am also a trustee representing the British public for the Radiation Research Trust. 

Wishaw is set within greenbelt land; many farmers from the local farming community came forward to offer relocation of the mast to a safer area away from people’s homes.  Approximately 18 months ago T-Mobile where approached with this option.  T-Mobile took an afternoon to drive around with a couple of residents to look at all the alternative locations, with no explanation, after exhausting wasted efforts to resolve the situation, T-Mobile said they were keeping the site it was on. We felt we had no option other than to protect our homes with radiation screening, I had all my windows replaced with Pilkington K glass and paid for radiation nets to screen all the beds in my household, the cost amounted to approx 13,000.00 pounds. Fellow neighbours went to the same extremes in order to protect their health.

In November 03 after two years of peaceful campaigning the Wishaw mast was brought down.  T-Mobile and Crown Castle arrived on the first day to remove the mast only to find that they needed to use neighbouring land to obtain removal.  Although we did not agree with the way the mast had been brought down, we did not feel we should co-operate, we set up camp and received support from people throughout the World.  

Crown Castle entered negotiations to remove the mast to a safe location; I attended a meeting along with two neighbours Clare Villanueva who is a senior property lawyer and Martin Bevan a successful businessman. It was agreed that we would all work together to find a safe re-location and that we would co-operate to allow removal of the felled mast.  The following day Crown Castle gave out a press release that this was happening and we allowed the removal.  To our dismay and shock to the public and the media, after the mast had been retrieved, it was announced live on TV that T-Mobile would not agree to the deal and that they would be marching in the following day with a replacement.  Clare the solicitor had just completed her investigations and discovered that a neighbour owned a piece of land in front of Crown Castles land and informed them that they would be trespassing if they attempted to cross the land with any heavy plant machinery without permission.  She then went on to discover that the mast had an unknown covenant agreed in the land deeds passed onto the neighbouring land owner, only allowing two aerials on the mast. This mast had been stacked up with approx 10 aerials and microwave dishes and had been illegal for the nine years it had been there.  The landowner informed the Industry of her right to refuse permission to cross their land or to allow any more than two aerials on the mast.  Crown Castle resorted to bullying tactics by telephoning my neighbour at 10pm and threatened her with a court injunction.  My neighbour had just returned home from hospital that day and was trying to recover from a serious operation.  She did ask if they could talk the following morning and explained the situation she was in.  However they did not listen and it did cause tremendous stress, resulting in my neighbour returning to hospital with heart problems.  Our MP Andrew Mitchell has been informed about this and has made a complaint.  I also received a call on the same night from Crown Castle making the same threats; my husband dealt with the call in a calm manner and told them to try if they thought they could break the law.  To this day the injunction has not been served.  Our solicitor has since informed Crown Castle and T-Mobile and the Wishaw residents that they would be laughed out of the court if they applied for any such action with no grounds to do so.

Five months on Our MP Andrew Mitchell and Mike O’Brien MP for Warwickshire side of Wishaw called T-Mobile into Westminster.  Crown Castle have handed the site over to T-Mobile.  I have entered negotiations with Gill Kerr from T-Mobile chaired by Andrew Mitchell.  We are trying to help find a suitable re-location but finding it very difficult as local landowners are extremely frightened for their health and devaluation of their homes and want reassurance from the Government and Industry that they will be 100% safe.  

I attended meeting with Hutchinson 3G on 30th March 04 to try and help find an alternative location for a new mast application, which is 100 meters from a neighbours house, who is extremely worried for the health of her children.  I spent all afternoon with 3G and the local parish council looking for possible alternatives.  Only to receive an e-mail the following day from Verity Stanford from 3G saying that they would be submitting their application for the location we are apposed to.  This leaves little time for the community to work together to find the best solution.

I attended a meeting with Orange 2nd April 04; I was requested to represent the residents of a block of flats who are suffering ill health since the installation of the masts some years ago.  Orange would give no reassurance that their equipment was not responsible for the resident’s ill health and said that they operate within Government guidelines and will continue to do so until the guidelines are changed.

I held a meeting with a Manager from Rolls Royce in Liverpool, they where recently under threat of having a mobile phone mast placed in the grounds of their factory.  I passed on information regarding electromagnetic radiation and of the different operating standards throughout the World.  They contacted Rolls Royce, America and found that their counterparts would not allow a mast any where near their work force.  Rolls Royce threatened to withdraw their business from Liverpool. The landowner had to choose between receiving rent from a mobile phone mast or Rolls Royce.  They chose Rolls Royce.

I have recently attended a meeting with one of the main Directors of a training college in Liverpool.  We are planning to hold a conference in October 04 for Trade and Industry, Health and Safety executives, GP’s, the list is endless. The main aim is to bring in experts from both fields, to talk about the employers responsibility to protect their workforce, in line with the new EEC directive that will be in force by August 04.

The only way forward is a change in Government legislation.  We need to bring the guidelines in line with other parts of the world and apply a safe distance from masts and lower power out put.  The precautionary principle needs to be in place.  

It is very difficult for the public and mobile industry to work together, when you can get no guarantee of safety for their product.

I would welcome the opportunity to give oral evidence at the All Party Mobile enquiry in May.

Kind Regards

Eileen O’Connor

